Introduction
"At this hour, the fictional country is still, and twelve men glide through the dark into a cotton field." "the fictional country stills in the hour's resin. Men glide through the pinedark into fields of cotton."
As both a poet and an anthropologist, I mostly think about what it is like to be inside a body and to be inside time. To write field-notes as a poet is to store the sensory and the musical alongside the analytic, to think in particular about the rhythms of that which is lived. These two modes of seeing spark and extend each other. For example, the first sentence (see above) of my ethnographic monograph in progress, "Pineland: Human Technology and American Empire" (now a finalist for the University of California Press's Atelier series) came from a poem I had already written in my collection of poetry based on the same fieldwork, Kill Class (Tupelo Press 2019). I began the ethnography with an image of 12 training soldiers covertly entering a war game at night, by parachute. But it's not enough to just say the thing. I wanted my readers to feel the eerie, almost-sweet vertigo in the soldier's descent, the late hour a sort of dark honey around us-an enclosure, the men are told to make no sound-as they tumble into the cotton field (there, such softness, the cotton bolls under their boots). The prose sentence in the ethnography borrows the affect, rhythm and imagistic arc of the poem: we begin our entry with time ("this hour"), then startle into the strangeness of place ("the fictional country"), and its state ("still"), and each of these clauses slows the reader, before we arrive at the key action in the sentence: "twelve men glide through the dark." Their bodies fall through the dark like the l's in the words, and the sentence itself brings us through their descent all the way down to the field where they land. That moment of secrecy and almost terrible softness: this calm before the war begins. In this way, an ethnography contains the ghosts, the tracestructures of the poem.
First, a link to a recent ethnographic article: https://culanth.org/articles/887-living-the-laughscream-human-technology-and. And below, a selection from Kill Class.
Soldiers Parachuting into the War Game
The fictional country stills in the hour's resin. He was with me in this kitchen, making lebna at home. The yogurt still is fresh on his wrist.
(originally appeared in Plume)
